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TIANANMEN, 1989:
AN OUTSIDE VIEW
By Wei Liu

For many young people in China, the 1989 Democracy Movement

was a transformative event, even from a distance.

On the afternoon of April 15, 1989, the air was already sun-scorched and sticky at 85

degrees in Chongqing, a city of sevenmillion people known as one of the four furnaces of

China. I had just taken the simulated English examination, an exercise for students my

age, 18, who were preparing for college entrance exams.Over the past 10 years it had

become the conventional wisdom that only one out of 10 students taking college entrance

exams would succeed, and that only they could hope to resolve basic living issues such as

housing and food. Tome it seemed unacceptable that a country could leavemore than 90

percent of its people struggling for a living. The average pay of urban residents was

around 50 yuan amonth (about $20 at the exchange rate then).A college graduate could

earn double that amount and also hope for employment in a Party work unit, complete

with housing. The size of the stakes only increasedmy anxiety over the college exams,

scheduled for July 7 to 9, and seemed tomagnify the effect of the heat as I walked home.

That night, the television news reported that the former General Secretary of the Chi-

nese Communist Party, HuYaobang, had died.Many people in China regarded Com-

munist Party officials as the leaders of our country, but I usually felt cheered by the

sound of funeral music accompanying the announcement of the death of some Com-

munist leader; they had made life for ordinary people so hard, especially those in the

countryside. But this time I didn’t feel happy. I had heard that in the winter of 1986,

when students carried out protests in major cities across China, HuYaobang had

refused to crack down on the protesters, and that was the impetus for his resigning

from his position as General Secretary, the highest position in the Party.1 Just a year

earlier, I had seen images of Hu attending a Communist Party plenum and looking

quite well. But now all of a sudden, this apparently good man had died.

The next morning, during a break in my morning classes, a classmate in front of me

turned around and asked,“Do you know howHuYaobang died?”

“No,” I replied.

“From what I heard, it was during a meeting. Premier Li Peng abused him, and he

became so angry that his heart gave out on him,” she said.2
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I could think of nothing to say in response. Li Peng was a conservative leader in the

Communist Party, and many people disliked him. I saw him as someone capable of lit-

tle more than pressing the button on a calculator for a publicity photo while visiting

some factory. But at that time, while ordinary people might feel free to exchange gen-

eral opinions on social issues or pass along news, no one would feel free to say, “I wish

the Communist Party would fall from power,” or, “I enjoy hearing the funeral music

when they announce the death of a leader.”

All my life involved struggling in an environment created by those Communist leaders.

I attended classes for math, Chinese, English, politics, history and geography, and all

but math involved large amounts of memorization. In the college entrance examina-

tion I was preparing to take in two months, I could expect a question like this: “To what

agricultural region does the Great Lakes Region of the United States belong?”The

answer in the textbook stated,“the corn region.” A typical question in history would

be,“How long did the AmericanWar of Independence last?”According to the textbook,

“Six years and six months.”“Where and when was the First Continental Congress of

America held?”“Philadelphia, 1774.”A question on the English exammight run,“It’s

raining cats and dogs, __ makes us give up our travel plans,”with multiple-choice

answers: A) which, B) that, C) what and D) but.

Few people saw much value in this information, but it was all part of the game set by

the government, and if I wanted to make a living, I had to memorize it.

The television news showed some college students going to Tiananmen Square in Bei-

jing to pay respects to HuYaobang. They looked just like me, young, cultured, no vio-

lent tendencies, but I observed this only briefly as I concentrated on preparing for my

college entrance examines.

On another night, the television news broadcasted a dialogue between the mayor of

Beijing and some college students. “Mayor, do you see this bloody shirt? Some of us

students got beaten by the police,” a student said.3 Like the answer of other communist

officials, the mayor’s answer did not seem to address the question. Later he claimed the

police wore a different kind of leather shoe than that described by the students, so it

couldn’t have been the police who beat them.

None of this made a deep impression on me, because there had been recurring protests

by college students since 1985. I didn’t understand the background of these demonstra-

tions; college students seemed the only group of people who had the privilege of

protesting, while other people with more grievances never took to the streets.

OnApril 26,People’s Daily, the leading official newspaper of the Communist Party, pub-

lished an article entitled,“WeMust Take a Firm StandAgainst the Turmoil.”Then in early

May, it was reported that Qin Benli, editor-in-chief of Shanghai’sWorld Economic Herald,

had been dismissed.4 I hadn’t read either the People’s Daily editorial or articles about Qin’s

dismissal, but a lot of people aroundme were expressing their disapproval. The Chinese

word for“turmoil” carried negative connotations of intention to bring trouble upon oth-

ers. I also heard others describe theWorld Economic Herald as a liberal newspaper.
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One morning in May, the classmate sitting in front of me turned and said, “I feel the

two conditions the students have set to end their protest are reasonable.”

I agreed it was reasonable to demand that the government withdraw the People’s Daily

editorial of April 26, and that Qin Benli should be reinstated.“How can those college

students go back to school if they’re still being labeled as trouble-makers?” I said.

One steamy afternoon, the temperature was soaring near 90 degrees as I finished my

classes and walked to the bus stop. To my surprise, there were no buses. Instead, hun-

dreds of college students holding banners emblazoned with slogans such as “Down

with Corruption!” and “We Need Democracy!” filled the street along the bus route,

shouting slogans from time to time. Looking closer, I saw that college students were not

the only people taking part in the demonstration. Here came a procession from the

local newspaper, holding a streamer with the slogan,“Today There Is No News!” It was

true: under the Communist regime, there was only propaganda serving the political

needs of the Communist Party, and no news reported from the perspective of a jour-

nalist’s conscience. Even a group of students from the police academy showed up, car-

Stirring images and reports of the protests at Tiananmen Square inspired young people throughout China. Photo: Reuters
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rying a streamer with the slogan,“The People’s Police Love the People.”College stu-

dents walked together in groups, according to their school, and workers marched

together according to their companies or work units in an apparently endless stream.

With no bus in sight, I decided to walk home. About a mile along the way, I met up

with someone who had been in a previous class with me. She was heading in the oppo-

site direction, on her way to class.We just exchanged smiles and passed each other. She

was also facing the ordeal of college entrance exams, and like me, her home was three

or four miles away from the school, a distance she had to cover by foot today.

I continued on my way along with thousands of college students. They walked on the

road, while I walked on the sidewalk with other pedestrians. Suddenly, a group of col-

lege students in front of me slowed their pace, nearly stopping. A stout female student

in a yellow shirt was brandishing a green flag that snapped boldly as she waved it. The

sound appealed to me, and I wished that everyone in the procession was as energetic as

she was.

“Down with corruption!”“We need democracy!”“Down with official and business col-

lusion!” The shouts of the college students rang in my ears. They were calling out what

I wanted to say.We needed democracy because students and their parents had no influ-

ence over what we should learn, and because there was no discussion over whether it

was right that only 10 percent of the population could hope for a decent living, with

most young urban residents forced to depend on their parents in perpetuity.

As I passed the halfway point to my home, I saw a popsicle peddler walk over to the stu-

dents and hand them handfuls of popsicles. These icy treats were a popular way of

cooling off in the summer time, when temperatures often reached 100 degrees, and I

never saw a peddler giving them away. In the movies, ordinary people were always

depicted gladly offering goods to the Communists, but I never saw that in real life.

Indeed, whenever our Party-run schools gathered donations, we hated contributing,

but felt we had no choice. They would charge us if they added a class to our schedule, or

our teachers would oblige us to pay for exercise papers. I’d been handing money to the

Communist Party unwillingly for more than 10 years.

Now I was ready for change.Walking along with the endless procession, I felt my blood

rise. I wished the students would do something bold, like occupying a government

office building announcing the formation of a new government. Then everything

might change—maybe even the college entrance exam would be abolished! Or we

might discover some secret underground treasure trove of the Communist Party, chests

of gold, silver and gems, cases of U. S. dollars. The Communist Party was always pre-

pared for war, and it was said to have built six underground command centers across

China, which would be stocked with funds—the people’s money.

When I was within a mile of my home, I saw college students holding a cardboard box

to collect donations. I walked over, took two yuan frommy pocket and gave it to them.

To my surprise, I was immediately surrounded by college students applauding me. I

blushed and walked away. Every month my parents gave me five yuan, about two U.S.
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dollars. But I didn’t mind—I’d been so busy recently preparing for my college entrance

exam that I’d had no chance to spend the money. All the same, I was disappointed

when there was no announcement of a major development, like the forming of a new

government.

Time went on, and the tension between the students and the government continued,

and onMay 20, the government declared martial law in Beijing. Since HuYaobang’s

death on April 15, protests by students and ordinary residents in Beijing had been

reported on television every day, and protests in my city, Chongqing, were also reported

on our local TV. The conflict between the Communist government and people had

been exposed to a billion Chinese people, and also, I supposed, to people in places such

as America and Taiwan. This was totally different from previous instances, when con-

flicts between the government and people had been kept under wraps.Maybe it was

because this time the protests had been taking place at a focal point of China—Beijing’s

Tiananmen Square—for over a month, and the government simply couldn’t keep it

secret. Something else about the protests was new—it was the first time that the people

themselves had risen in opposition to the Communist Party since it had come to power

in 1949; other mass protest and social unrest, such as during the Cultural Revolution,

had been organized and mobilized by the Communist Party.

One morning at school in late May, I asked my classmate Liu,“Do you know howmany

people are demonstrating in Beijing now?”

“I believe there have been around three million over the last couple of days,” she

answered.

“That’s so many!” I remarked.

“Do you know why the students are doing this?”

“To save our nation, to save guys like me,” I said.

“You got it,” she smiled. And I smiled back.

I was eager to see how the Communist Party would act. If it compromised and allowed

democratic reform, the situation in China might improve, although I couldn’t see how.

Taking education as an example, after the student protests in 1985 and 1986, school was

still the same, the college entrance exams were just as tough. On the other hand, if the

Communist Party cracked down on the students, it would expose itself as a govern-

ment that shamelessly suppressed its own people.

On June 5, 1989, state television showed footage of the students picking up their ragged

streamers and walking away from Tiananmen Square under the machine guns of the

Communist army. The scene was taking place in the depths of night on June 4.Walking

away from the place where they had struggled for 50 days, the students looked haggard,

tired and depressed, their clothes dirty and creased. There were no smiles on their faces.

Knowing the cruelty of the Communists, I wondered howmany students and civilians
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had been killed, and despaired over the government’s defeat of the democratic move-

ment.

I wondered what would happen next. I listened to broadcasts on a shortwave radio. On

broadcasts fromHong Kong and Taiwan I could hear the “Pa—pa—pa—”of machine

gun fire. The stations reported that the Communist government was slaughtering

thousands of people in Beijing, and that Hong Kong people were outraged. Other

media around the world gave similar reports.

Then? I expected something more, an uprising somewhere. No, after a while, still noth-

ing. People didn’t talk about it either, fearing that amateur spies would report them to

the high-handed regime.

Why didn’t those students talk of their ideals and their sorrows? Did they feel it impos-

sible to admit failure? That’s how it looked. And why? Perhaps because they regard

themselves as gods or omnipotent and impossible to defeat.

Now it is 2007, and 18 years have passed since June 4, 1989. The Communist Party still

oppresses Chinese people as before.We ordinary Chinese people recognize our vulner-

ability, and have become stronger as a result. The road to the democracy is long; it

could even be that there is no such road, and we will have to make it for ourselves. Each

step is just the beginning, and we cannot hope for breaks, only heartaches. Neverthe-

less, I believe we will see democracy prevail in the nation with the largest population in

the world. Those who sacrificed their lives for democracy in China on June 4, 1989,

never really died; they remain with us as we make our way toward democracy.

Editor’s notes:

1. Party hardliners blamed HuYaobang for a series of student demonstrations in late 1986,

which were attributed to Hu’s promotion of free speech and freedom of the press, and his tol-

erance of liberal intellectuals who were pushing for reform.Accusing Hu of committing “mis-

takes in matters concerning important political principles,”Deng Xiaoping forced Hu to

resign, effective January 16, 1987.

2. HuYaobang died of a heart attack while attending a Party Politburomeeting onApril 15, 1989.

3. Giving in to the demands of student protesters, the government ordered Beijing Mayor Chen

Xitong to meet with student representatives in a televised session on April 30, during which

the students sharply questioned Chen. The author recalls at least three televised interviews

with Beijing officials around that time. The news media enjoyed extraordinary freedom in the

spring of 1989, prior to the proclaiming of martial law in Beijing onMay 20. For the recollec-

tions of some Beijing residents at that time, see Linda Jakobson,“Lies in Ink, Truth in Blood:

The Role and Impact of the Chinese Media During the Beijing Spring of ’89,” http://www.

tsquare.tv/themes/liesink.html; and the Peking Duck blog, http://www.pekingduck.org/

archives/002444.php.

4. TheHerald, one of China’s most liberal newspapers, reported on the student protests and

demands in late April. Shanghai’s then-Party secretary, Jiang Zemin, announced on April 26

that Qin had been dismissed.




